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Heading North

The Edinburgh conference

This issue is devoted to reproducing
papers delivered at the ADSW/LAMSAC
conference heldin Edinburghin May 1989.
Described as the first major northern
conference on information systems and
social work services, and sponsored by
ICL, it gave personal social services staff
from Scotland and the North of England
the chance to come together to study the
subject without having first to trek down
to Birmingham or points further south. As
well as sponsoring the conference, ICL are
also making a contribution to the
production costs of this issue of the
journal, so that more copies with more
pages can be printed, and the Edinburgh
papers given wider circulation.

The conference had two main speakers,
William Warburton and Peter Bates, a
number of workshops, and a selection of
displays and demonstrations. In this issue
we begin with Peter Bates view, as a
Director of Social Work, on the
requirements for the effective
management of information. This is
followed by contributions from three
workshop speakers. Allan Buckley looks at
the ways information needs to be handled
in a decentralised service structure - an
area of concern for William Warburton,
who suggests that decentralising services
could make the process of maintaining an
effective information system more
difficult. Roger Dove, in his paper,

UP FRONT

stresses the vital issues of training staff to
make use of and contribute to
computerised systems. Mike Gunn offersa
set of guidelinesfor a sensible approachto
system design.

In the second of the keynote papers
William Warburton provides a thorough
presentation and critique of performance
indicators, focusing on the key indicators
developed forsocial services departments
by the Social Services Inspectorate.

The final presentation from Edinburgh is
my own look at client information systems,
and speculation about where they are set
to move in the coming decade.

Centre for Human Services

It will now be a regular feature of New
Technology in the Human Services, to
provide a list of software of potential use
in the human services. As in the last issue
this continues to concentrate of North
American software gathered together by
Dick Schoech for CUSSNet. Readers may
like to know that a much stronger
emphasiswill be placed on UK software in
our next issue, including an update of the
list last circulated in 1987 by Programs in
Practice (PIP).

This software inventory is being prepared
by the Centre for Human Services, which
has, as of Issue 3 of Volume 4, taken over
responsibilityforall aspectsof the journal,
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editorial, production and distribution.
Most aspects of editorial policy will
remain: in particular we shall continue to
publish papers from agency staff and
academics, and welcome contributions
from any of our readers. However, as the
Centre for Human Services gathers
momentum, we do plan to offer both a
comprehensive cataloguing service, and a
range of software reviews, some of them in
considerable depth. We expect to begin
such reviews in the next issue, focusing on
welfare benefits packages.

It is a pleasure to place on record my own
appreciation, and I am sure that of many
readers, of the pioneering efforts made by
Stuart Toole and Birmingham Polytechnic
which got this journal under way. Stuart
will continue in an editorial capacity, but
his spare room no longer has to double as

bedroom and the journal’s office, and his
family willnot spend so many boring hours
addressing and licking envelopes.

HUSITA 2

Another pleasure is the opportunity to
announce the plans for the mnext
International Conference on Human
Service Information Technology
Applications - HUSITA 2. It is scheduled
for June 26th to 29th 1991, and the venue
is New Brunswick, New Jersey.
Preparations for the conference are being
co-ordinated by Marcos Leidermann of
Rutgers University, who is keen to attract
as many Europeans as possible to cross the
Atlantic. We will keep you in touch with
details as they emerge.

Bryan Glastonbury

THE MANAGEMENT OF INFORMATION

Peter Bates

Introduction

WhatIwant todealwithisinformation and the increasingneedfor efficient management
and operational systems within social work. Specifically I want to look at the current
situation in social work and the changes taking place which will require fundamental
revisions of our information systems. [ alsowant to review our general use of information
technology in the Department and the need for a user led information system strategy.
Finally I want to highlight the steps ADSW and the Scottish Office require to take to

address all of these issues.

If you think about it, almost every job we
do in social work relies on the ability to
pass and share information. Asadirector,
I constantly need updated information on
budgets, spending levels, capital
programmes, and aboutclient services and
resources. At a local level, social workers
and other practitioners constantly have to
give advice and information to clients and

other agencies about a whole range of
subjects. This can be referred to as
counselling or advocacy, but in many
respects it is the dissemination of
information. The type and degree of
informationrequestedvariesand canbe as
simple as a request for social clubs in the
area, or as complex as a child abuse
review. The underlying feature in all of
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this is the need for information, which can
be easily retrieved, updated and has a
relevance for particular groups.

Current Situation - Need for
Efficient Information Systems

You may ask yourself why do we need to
have good computerised information
systems now,whenwe have struggled along
all this time with our manual systems and
ledgers. The answer is simple and lies in
the changes taking place in Local
Government today. This Government has
been particularly active in passing
legislation which has had direct
consequences for us as managers and
practitioners. Apartfromthe major pieces
of legislation which have directly affected
us and our clients, e.g. the Social Security
Acts and the Mental Health and Disabled
Rights Acts, new procedural legislation
covering Personal Access to Files strike at
the very heart at the way we collect and
record information about clients.

Added tothis are the increasing number of
reportsrecommending changesin practice
and procedure, which will require careful
thought and reviews of the way we deliver
and monitor services at the moment. The
Audit Commission has clearly stated in its
reports that management systems in the
social services need to be overhauled to
meet the challenges of the nineties in
general and privatisation in particular.
We have been spared the worst effects of
compulsory competitive tendering so far,
but the parliamentary grapevine suggests
sweeping changes could be imminent.

The Griffiths Report, while backing
continued Local Government control of
community care projects, has been critical
of the monitoring arrangements currently
used by social services. Though I think the
management systems in social services are
too readily criticised by Central
Government, which undermines the

sterlingefforts of many authorities, Iagree
that practices in inter-agency initiatives
could and should be improved.

A further factor in analyzing the changes
in social services today which demand new
and improved information systems, is the
increasing numbers of clients now seeking
social work assistance. The rising number
of child abuse referrals has been well
documented by the media, as has the
increasingelderly population, particularly
those aged 75+ who pose particular
demands on the Department. Less well
documented, but just as relevant in terms
of demand on social workers’ time, is the
risingnumber of clientsinsevere financial
difficulties who require assistance and
guidance to keep them from the clutches
of illegal moneylenders.

Theserisesinreferrals and caseloads have
not been met with a proportionate
increase inmanpower, forseveral reasons.
These include the obvious ones like lack of
finance and shortages of skilled staff, but
amuch more pressing reason has been the
Department’s inability to monitor and
record systematically information which
highlights referral/caseload rates and
resource requirements. Either the
information is not collected or is collected
only in aggregated formats which do not
lend themselves to closer scrutiny.

An obvious result of having an increased
caseload and static resources to deal with
the problems is that practitioners have less
and less time to spend with individual
clients. This increases the pressures on
social workers and otherfront-line staff to
use their time effectively and productively.
When I was Deputy Director at
Strathclyde, the Department undertook a
diary exercise of social workers’ activities.
I must admit I was very surprised to find
that 25-30% of social workers’ time is
taken up with what is regarded as
administrative duties, searching case
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records, logging referrals, finding
resources, digging out procedural notes,
checking other workers’ involvement in
cases, and so on.

All of the above tasks would probably be
regarded by most workers as typical of a
caseworker’s daily activities and are
essential mechanisms of a case recording
system. While I would accept that most of
these activities are essential, the time
taken to carry out these tasks is
unnecessarilylong,duetothe cumbersome
information and recording systems
presently used by many departments. It is
not uncommon for a social worker on
intake to have to write a client’s name and
address 4 or 5 times as part of the
documentation relating to a referral.
Checking other workers’ involvement in a
case can mean sifting through 5 or 6 card
index systems. All of this time spent
supporting and maintaining duplicate
manual information systems is time taken
away from working with clients.

In other industries and sectors the need
for efficient information systems has long
been recognised. In the private sector
good information and recording systems
have been the life blood of many
organisations, and has ensured their
commercial survival. In the public sector
we are not driven by motives such as
competitive edge or profit margins, at
least not yet, but we do have the same
needs for efficient and effective
communication and information systems.
This is particularly so in authorities who
have adopted a decentralised approach to
service delivery and have many small sub-
units and intake offices to liaise with.

Most organisations now accept the role
new technology and electronic systems can
play in providing efficient management
information systems and assisting
operational activities. Technology can
play an especially important role in

collating and analyzing large volumes of
data, e.g.in client index systems, but it has
also been particularly useful in assisting
communication between offices using
devices such as electronic mail, thereby
reducing paper transfer. Searching for
minutes,legislation,or proceduralnotesis
also ‘much easier using text retrieval
facilities, while presentation of reports is
simplified using new office automation
techniques, such as word processing and
desk top publishing.

Investment in

Comparative
Local

Information Technology -
Government and Social Work

The need for technology to assist industry
and the public sector has been voiced and
debated over the years. Some industries

have now responded by investing in
them a

systems which will give
comprehensive management and
operational information service. The

finance sector is a leading example. The
public sector generally does not invest in
technology and indeed, in 1988, spent the
lowest of all industries per employee.

Local government it has to be said does
spend at a considerably higher rate than
the public sector as awhole. However, an
analysisofindividualdepartmentspending
shows that education and social services
spend considerably less than all industries
as a whole. So why should social work
spend less on information technology than
other departments like finance and
industry generally? Many reasons can be
put forward, such as:

(a) Fear of innovation;

(b) Fear of de-personalising the
service;

(c) Lack of computer skills and
awareness.

All of these have been given as possiple
reasons. However, arecent survey carrlgd
out by Dagenham SSD on all social
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